CLAIMS 

What is claimed is: 

1 . A computer readable medium containing program instructions for preserving an 
original table schema for a table in a database system that supports dynamic table schema 
changes, the program instructions for: 

a) storing the original table schema for the table in a designated table prior to 
performing a schema change on the table. 

2. The computer readable medium of claim 1, wherein the designated table is a 
catalog table. 

3. The computer readable medium of claim 1 further including: 

b) initiating a first schema change to the table before storing instruction (a); and 

c) completing the first schema change to the table after the original table schema 
has been stored in the designated table. 

4. The computer readable medium of claim 3 further including: 

d) inserting a new self-describing row in the table, wherein a table definition 
defined by a most recent schema change is stored in metadata associated with the new self- 
describing row in the table. 

5. The computer readable medium of claim 4 further including: 

e) updating a row in the table; and 
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f) converting the updated row into a self-describing row, wherein the table 
definition defined by a most recent schema change is stored in metadata associated with the 
updated row in the table. 

6. The computer readable medium of claim 5 further including: 

g ) rebuilding the table during a data recovery process by: 
gl ) utilizing a valid backup copy of the table; 

g2) applying the original table schema stored in the designated table to a 
row in the valid backup copy of the table if the row is not a self-describing row; and 

g 3) applying the table definition stored in the metadata associated with the 
row if the row is a self-describing row. 

7. The computer readable medium of claim 3 further comprising: 

d) removing from the designated table the original table schema for the table if 
each row in the table is self-describing. 

8. A method for preserving an original table schema for a table in a database 
system that supports dynamic table schema changes comprising: 

a) storing the original table schema for the table in a designated table prior to 
performing a schema change on the table. 

9. The method of claim 8, wherein the designated table is a catalog table. 
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1 0. The method of claim 8 further including: 

b) initiating a first schema change to the table before storing step (a); and 

c) completing the first schema change to the table after the original table schema 
has been stored in the designated table. 

11. The method of claim 1 0 further including: 

d) inserting a new self-describing row in the table, wherein a table definition 
defined by a most recent schema change is stored in metadata associated with the new self- 
describing row in the table. 

12. The method of claim 1 1 further including: 

e) updating a row in the table; and 

f) converting the updated row into a self-describing row, wherein the table 
definition defined by a most recent schema change is stored in metadata associated with the 
updated row in the table. 

13. The method of claim 12 further including: 

g) rebuilding the table during a data recovery process by: 
gl ) utilizing a valid backup copy of the table; 

g 2) applying the original table schema stored in the designated table to a 
row in the valid backup copy of the table if the row is not a self-describing row; and 

g 3) applying the table definition stored in the metadata associated with the 
row if the row is a self-describing row. 
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14. The method of claim 10 further comprising: 

d) removing from the designated table the original table schema for the table if 
each row in the table is self-describing. 

15. A system for preserving an original table schema for a table in a database 
system that supports dynamic table schema changes, the system comprising: 

a dynamic schema change mechanism in the database system for performing dynamic 

table schema changes; and 

a designated table in the database system, wherein the original table schema for the 
table is stored in the designated table before the dynamic schema change mechanism performs 
a schema change on the table. 

16. The system of claim 15, wherein the designated table is stored in a catalog in 
the database system. 

17. The system of claim 15, wherein the dynamic schema change mechanism is 
configured to convert a row into a self-describing row when the row is updated, wherein the 
table definition defined by a most recent schema change is stored in metadata associated with 
the updated row in the table. 

18. The system of claim 17, wherein the dynamic schema change mechanism is 
configured to insert a new self-describing row in the table, wherein a table definition defined 
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by a most recent schema change is stored in metadata associated with the new self-describing 
row in the table. 

19. The system of claim 1 8, wherein the database system is configured to rebuild 
the table during a data recovery process by utilizing a valid backup copy of the table and 
applying the original table schema stored in the designated table to a row in the valid backup 
copy of the table if the row is not a self-describing row. 

20. The system of claim 15, wherein the database system is configured to remove 
from the designated table the original table schema for the table if each row in the table is self- 
describing. 
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